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‘Art will never become a priority while we are unable to fill the 
empty stomachs of millions of our countrymen." 



» My first serious photographs were a series called ‘Alienation’, which I made 
in 1980, when I was a student at the College of Art. Chandigarh. This is among 
my most sought-after sets of pictures even today. The series was influenced by 
existentialist writers like SartTe. Camus and Brecht, and my own experience of 
living in Chandigarh, with an architecture and environment quite alien to my 
sensibilities as a teenager from small-town Punjab. 

I tried to communicate the theme by depicting people sitting on a lonely bench, 
with large white spaces within the picture and a frame within the frame further 
accentuating the sense of estrangement. One of the pictures from this series was 
my first published photograph - it was published in The Indian Express with an 
article by Nirupama Datt. 

» Each one of us needs to find a way to comprehend ‘our’ world - immediate, 
inner and outer. Photography is my connection with this world, the language 
through which I relate to it. 

Photography helps me ponder issues concerning our existence, our environment, 
our aspirations, disappointments, beliefs, conflicts etc. One learns to appreciate 
and observe minutely the colours, textures, forms, sizes and shapes of objects 
both natural and man-made. I relate to people through my images -- sometimes 
while clicking them, at other times while printing them, and on most occasions 
by observing others looking at them. I tTy to explore the depths of the subjects, 
elements or narratives through the viewers' interpretations, said or unsaid. 

I became a photographer because I wished to communicate through the visual 
language. I felt that there was something within me that I needed to share with 
others. I did that initially, as a teenager, by acting in Ram Leela and through 
sports. During my college days I saw a lot of art cinema through the film society 
movement, and I participated in street theatre at a senous level. I had the urge to 
express myself and I needed to find an appropriate medium and learn its grammar. 
I found that photography was able to relate to the viewer instantaneously, with 
the photographer getting immediate gratification. It suited my temperament. 

My approach to photography is to enjoy the 'quickness' of the medium with the 
eyes of a painter, which allows me to experiment and arrive at a technique capable 
of expressing my vision. 

» Initially, I was inspired by filmmakers like Ingmar Bergman and Satyajit 
Ray. and East European directors such as Istvan Gal, Istvan Szabo, Zoltan Fabri, 
Werner Herzog and Rainer Fassbinder. Later, Raghu Rai became my favourite 
photographer. After my travels to Europe and America I found some similarities 
between my approach and that of masters like Joel-Peter Witkin, Jan Saudek and 
Cindy Sherman. The feeling that there were others walking the same path was 
reassuring; it gave me a kind of belief in my own methods. 

» It was perhaps my experience in Ram Leela and street theatre, coupled with 
my training as a painter/graphic artist, which made me look at the medium of 
photography from a different perspective. 
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In the commonly understood role of photography we expect the photographer to 
capture the reality around us faithfully, depending upon his passion and intensity, his 
artistic and technical capabilities, and his understanding of the subject. But there is 
always scope for ‘more’ in every walk of life. 

My desire was to not only capture reality, but to extend the medium of photography 
by using it to capture my vision of that given reality. Since I was not in the business of 
documenting life or the events unfolding in human history, I was looking to fulfil the 
inner need to create my own idiom - to find a technique through which I could include 
the elements that I thought would add another dimension to the visual, not totally 
dependent on what was given. I started using the medium of photography as a tool, an 
extension of my thought process, in the way a painter uses brush and paint. 

» I began responding to the issues concerning me with a narrative in which I took 
help from actors and painters, by painting the bodies of the actors and using the 
paintings as backdrops. I did not wish the visual to be a straightforward narrative, since 
my subject at the time was related to political and social violence in the early 1980s -- 
there was a danger that it would become a document depicting a gruesome bloodbath. 
I started reversing colours by experimenting with various filters in the lab, taking care 
that the visual did not look negative or repulsive. It took me a few years to arrive at a 
technique where all the elements had the kind of coherence and continuity that could 
enable a viewer to comprehend and respond to the images the way I had imagined 
them to be. 

1 was also able to find a different kind of colour palette that had perhaps not been seen 
in photographic images earlier, and which consequently became a kind of a trademark. 

1 would click pictures on transparency film and then directly expose them on the usual 
colour photography paper in the darkroom, using filters in a way that normal colour 
printers would have never imagined. I used this technique in my next two series of 
photographs, Shores of the Unknown' and ‘After the Turmoil’. I do of course produce 
photographs the regular’ way as well, using this technique according to its suitability 
to the subject. 

T he early influence of cinema can also be seen in my work as I invariably seem to 
produce a senes of images on a particular subject. I do not know whether this is a 
limitation or inability, not being able to express myself through a single image. 

» The ‘Violence’ series stemmed from the events we witnessed during the 1980s, 

in Punjab and J&K in India, and in other parts of the world like Sri Lanka, Bosnia- 
Herzegovina, Ireland and Scotland. My immediate starting point was Punjab. I felt that 
political violence by and large targeted men, killing them, but it also left the women 
to suffer a daily death. I tried to create visuals that expressed this suffering, using the 
paintings of my teacher Prof Raj Jain as backdrops. 

in the Shores of the Unknown' series, which was a kind of continuity to the 'Violence' 
series, I tried to explore the various facets of life and death that one encounters in 
a day-to-day situation This series was followed by 'After the Turmoil', which was a 
direct result of the media reportage of blood, killing, war and chaos following 9/11, 
Afghanistan and Iraq. It made me think what we were bequeathing our children 
only negativity, as if there were no hope in the world. The result was a set of images 
depicting delicate, tender moments of love and rapprochement in nature, trying to 
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portray that everything was not lost, that there were other aspects of life that would 
keep the world going in spite of all the greed, blood and violence. 

» I am often asked whether there is space for a photographer to work this way in 

today s fast-food world. I believe there is. but if it seems that the visual entertainer 
holds sway over the artist today, it is because the media, and especially the electronic 
media, has forgotten its social responsibilities. 

1 ake Indian cinema, for example. In earlier times we were represented at international 
festivals by the likes of Satyajit Ray. Ritwik Ghatak. Mrinal Sen. Shyam Benegal. Adoor 
Gopalakrishnan and G Aravindan. Today even this space has been usurped by popular 
cinema, which is projected as our country’s intellectual wealth. Where are the 
cntics with an in-depth understanding of not only the medium, but also of society, 
civilisation, culture and politics? Where are the journalists who understand that it is 
their responsibility to make the viewer/reader more aware, without looking for cheap 
entertainment or bothenng about TRPs? And even if they do exist, where is the space in 
today's Page 3 media for such people? 

1 feel, however, that though the genuine artist has been pushed to the background 
and shallow, irresponsible tricksters are being promoted as the torchbearers of our art. 
culture and society, there is and always will be both space and scope for genuine artists 
who work with their conscience intact. 

Today, the numbers of so-called art lovers is on the increase, but tomorrow at least 
some proportion of the so-called will become discerning, committed art appreciators. 
The visual entertainer will rule the cash box. but the true artist will rule the abode 
of grey matter. He will always remain in the hearts of sensible, sensitive seekers of 
the truth. 

India is going through a phase of learning and unlearning and it might take another 
20 or 30 years for us to mature as a society, to be able to respond to art as people do in 
France or other such cultures. It will take some time for us to recognise that art is an 
essential ingredient for our growth as human beings. And that feeling will trickle down 
to the common man only as we grow economically; it will not become a priority while 
we are unable to fill the empty stomachs of millions of our countrymen. 

» In a society that's growing more intolerant, more single-minded and hungry for 
success, art does have an important role to play. Art sensitises its viewers at a subtle 
level; it has the capacity to touch one emotionally and intellectually, and can thus 
influence the thinking and analytical abilities of its recipients. If we were to involve 
our young citizens in any art activity, chances are they would not grow into violent, 
aggressive adults. 

» I have no particular favourite when it comes to cameras. Any decent camera is 
good enough for my kind of work. The requirements for commercial photography are 
different, but for art photography one needs to take care of a few basic elements in 
terms of accuracy and build quality. For lenses, sharpness, multi-coating, distortion, 
focal length and f-number are some of the factors one considers. 

These days most known manufacturers are producing very good cameras and lenses. 

I have used a Nikon for most of my career, and have recently shifted to Canon because 
of its full frame sensor. I have also used a Hasselblad, a Bronica and a Mamiya for my 
commercial work, which is a negligible part of my output. 

I believe one should not be too finicky about technicalities; it’s better to concentrate 
on learning those techniques that one needs to produce one’s chosen style of imagery. 
Some people get too caught up in technicalities and lose their grip over their art. 

- Diwan Manna, March 2008 
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Series: 'After the Turmoil', 2003 











150 I MAR-APR 08 m 










r 

111 151 I MAR-APR 08 


1 


















